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grandfather both held leadership roles in NDP 
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Politics is something of a family business for Avi Lewis, the filmmaker and activist who last Tuesday announced his 
plan to run for the NDP in the next federal election on the southern coast of B.C. 


That political aspirations run in the 54-year-old's blood might seem obvious. His grandfather, David Lewis, was a 
founder and former leader of the federal New Democratic Party. His father, Stephen Lewis, assumed leadership of 
the Ontario NDP in 1970, helming the party as it became the province's Official Opposition five years later. 


But the momentum behind the film producer's political debut actually came from his mother. 


The sounds of columnist Michele Landsberg's IBM Selectric typewriter compelled her son to begin telling stories of 
his own, Lewis said in a phone interview with the Star, a calling he first nurtured as a local news reporter in Toronto. 


Stints as a political and current-affairs television host followed. Lewis also produces documentaries and short films, 
sometimes in partnership with his wife, author and fellow climate activist Naomi Klein. 


"It really is about going places, and witnessing and listening," Lewis said. "But it also really translates into politics, 
because politics really is about being enmeshed in the fabric of a community, listening to people." 


Still, it's difficult to discuss Lewis's transition to federal candidate without mentioning his father, who is wrestling with 
inoperable abdominal cancer. 


When asked whether the famed orator factored into his decision to run, Lewis paused, taking a long moment to 
compose himself. 


"| haven't seen him in 15 months. When | really decided to run, it was only a couple months before the cancer 
returned. My first thought was, you know, that | shouldn't do it." 


Both of Lewis's parents restrained themselves from pushing their son into the family business, but he says they 
were "high school giddy" to learn of his run. 


His father, whose legacy played a "complex" but "beautiful" role in shaping the decision, is now hashing out winning 
strategies for his son and is likely irritated, Lewis said, by his inability to canvass the streets himself. 


While the NDP sought to recruit him for elections past, Lewis made the call on his own this time, mulling the move 
for about a year before deciding his moment was now. 
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"This is a unique political moment," he said. "No one alive has ever lived through anything like this before. The 
pandemic has changed everything." 


That may be true, but the politics of today also lend themselves to some of the bolder ideas the filmmaker 
championed years ago, at a time when they were not entirely welcome. 


Lewis, Klein and a couple dozen others were behind the controversial Leap Manifesto, a policy document published 
during the 2015 federal election that focused on economic justice, moving toward a post-carbon future and ending 
the construction of fossil-fuel projects like pipelines. 


The document surfaced again at the party's 2016 national convention in Edmonton, where it was panned by 
Alberta's New Democratic then-premier, Rachel Notley, and alienated some delegates. 


By the end of the convention, Thomas Mulcair would be ousted as party leader following an unprecedented 
leadership vote. And while there were a number of other reasons for that result, the manifesto Lewis wanted to see 
brought to the convention floor arguably played a part. 


"You don't have to toe a strict line, you have to agree on the basic values," Lewis said, when asked if he's prepared 
for a world of partisan politics that often requires playing well with a team. 


"We're still arguing about pipelines. What we need to be doing is making a vast green new deal or just transition 
that takes care of workers immediately," he said. "Those debates are big and tough and complicated in every party. 
And the NDP is like that, too." 


The party's national director, Anne McGrath, said she's confident in Lewis's candidacy, telling the Star she first 
reacted to the news with "some excitement." 


"The truth is, Avi has a name in progressive politics," McGrath said. "His family has a name." 
That's not all Lewis has. 


His network goes beyond the progressive dynasty from which he descends. He produced a short film on the merits 
of a green new deal, narrated by U.S. Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. Other projects have led him to rub shoulders 
with the likes of Jane Fonda and Emma Thompson. 


What that kind of star power means for someone running for a federal party that aligns itself with Canada's workers 
depends on how Lewis approaches his campaign - and potential voters. 


For now, the voters he's focused on are those who live in the B.C. riding of West Vancouver-Sunshine Coast-Sea to 
Sky Country, where he was acclaimed on Saturday as his party's candidate. 


"I really know in my bones that politics is local," Lewis said. "There was lots of agonizing and looking at other ridings 
in the region. But in truth, this is the place where | live and this is where I've got to do it." 


However, the riding, held by the Liberals since 2015, has never been won by the NDP. 


For Lewis, the heart of that community is Halfmoon Bay. It's where he now lives with Klein and their eight-year-old 
son, Toma, after his wife introduced him to the small community in the 1990s. 


"I am single-mindedly focused on changing the electoral calculus of this big, complex, beautiful riding that | live in," 
Lewis said. "I've learned from my dad and my grandpa that leadership is a huge, huge burden to carry." 
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